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ABSTRACT
Ewing sarcoma (ES) is the second most frequent bone cancer in childhood and 
is characterized by the presence of the balanced translocation t(11;22)(q24;q12) in 
more than 85% of cases, generating a dysregulated transcription factor EWS/FLI1. 
This fusion protein is an essential oncogenic component of ES development which is 
necessary for tumor cell maintenance and represents an attractive therapeutic target. 
To search for modulators of EWS/FLI1 activity we screened a library of 153 targeted 
compounds and identified inhibitors of the PI3K pathway to directly modulate EWS/
FLI1 transcription. Surprisingly, treatment of four different ES cell lines with BEZ235 
resulted in down regulation of EWS/FLI1 mRNA and protein by ~50% with subsequent 
modulation of target gene expression. Analysis of the EWS/FLI1 promoter region 
(−2239/+67) using various deletion constructs identified two 14bp minimal elements 
as being important for EWS/FLI1 transcription. We identified SP1 as modulator of 
EWS/FLI1 gene expression and demonstrated direct binding to one of these regions 
in the EWS/FLI1 promoter by EMSA and ChIP experiments. These results provide 
the first insights on the transcriptional regulation of EWS/FLI1, an area that has not 
been investigated so far, and offer an additional molecular explanation for the known 
sensitivity of ES cell lines to PI3K inhibition.
INTRODUCTION
Ewing sarcoma (ES) is the second most frequent 
bone cancer in childhood. Clinically, ES appears as 
very aggressive osteolytic tumor with early tendency for 
development of metastasis [1]. It belongs to the group 
of small-round-blue-cell tumors and is comprised of 
largely undifferentiated cells. The unique feature of this 
tumor is the presence of the balanced t(11;22)(q24;q12) 
translocation in more than 85% of cases [2]. This gene 
rearrangement results in expression of a chimaeric 
fusion protein where the RNA binding domain of EWS 
is exchanged by the DNA binding domain of the ETS 
transcription factor FLI1, thus generating an aberrant 
transcription factor EWS/FLI1 [3–6]. More than 18 less 
represented alternative translocations involving EWS and 
other ETS protein family members have been described 
since [7–12].
Extensive evidence supports the notion that 
EWS/FLI1 is an essential oncogenic component of ES 
development. Its oncogenic activity is thought to be 
mediated through inappropriate regulation of target 
genes that are crucial for the fully malignant phenotype 
[5, 6, 13–17]. So far it is not known which of this target 
gene(s) act as crucial oncogenic driver(s). Hence, the 
prevalent hypothesis states that EWS/FLI1 is the major 
genetic mutation that is necessary for development and 
maintenance [18–24] of the tumor although it might not 
be sufficient. Since EWS/FLI1 expression is restricted 
to tumor cells, it represents an ideal therapeutic target. 
However, it acts as transcription factor, which in most 
cases are considered undruggable because of lack of 
enzymatic activity and their direct pharmacological 
inhibition is still challenging. Indeed, EWS/FLI1 behaves 
as intrinsically disordered protein and so far cannot be 
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